4                                                   SUMMARY AND INTRODUCTION
human behavior. The task is difficult and complex, but human behavior can be observed systematically, reliably, and reproducibly. As knowledge progresses, observations can become increasingly quantitative and have considerable predictive power. Human behavior is sufficiently regular to permit dependable, specific propositions about patterns and themes. Underlying causes will be identified with more certainty when the intimate interplay between genetic and environmental factors and the rich variability of individuals and societies are taken into account.
The Health and Behavior Project
Over the past few years, the Institute of Medicine, National Academy of Sciences, has been responding to the heightened awareness of behavioral factors in health in a variety of ways. This study, Health and Behavior: A Research Agenda, was a natural extension of such interests. The Assistant Secretary for Health of the Department of Health, Education, and Welfare asked the Institute of Medicine to collaborate with the National Institutes of Health and the Alcohol, Drug Abuse, and Mental Health Administration to (1) clarify the behavioral aspects of selected major public health problems; (2) delineate the biobehavioral sciences' contributions to and future prospects for improving the diagnosis, treatment, and prevention of serious and widespread illnesses; and (3) facilitate strengthening of the biomedical and biobehavioral sciences in these areas.
The two and one-half year project had two components, both conducted by a broadly interdisciplinary steering committee. The first part of the study consisted of six invitational conferences. At each, a small group of scientists and health practitioners from a range of relevant disciplines considered biobehavioral research issues relating to a major health problem. Summaries of highlights and promising lines of inquiry for each conference were published (Appendix A).
This volume constitutes the second part of the Health and Behavior project. Drawing on conference summaries, related Institute of Medicine reports, and other recent major studies, the committee has attempted to integrate available information into a perspective of the frontiers of the biobehavioral sciences, of their relevance for public health, and of implications for science policy. Coverage is broad but not exhaustive. Rather, this monograph describes briefly many promising research directions at the interface of health and behavior. Still, we have tried to include representative samples of the many components of the biobehavioral sciences that can contribute to efforts to improve the health of people in the United States and throughout the world.